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THE TRADITIONAL CONCEPT OF THE INTERMEDIATE 
ADMINISTRATIVE SCHOOL UNIT IS THAT OF THE COUNTY 
SUPERINTENDENT OF SCHOOLS OPERATING AS AN ARM OF THE STATE, 
WITH REGULATORY POWERS AND RECORD KEEPING DUTIES AS WELL AS 
EDUCATIONAL LEADERSHIP FUNCTIONS. THE NEW TYPE OF UNIT THAT 
IS EVOLVING IS LARGELY SERVICE ORIENTED (I.E., SPECIAL 
EDUCATION, DATA PROCESSING, CURRICULUM SPECIALISTS, ETC.), 

AND USUALLY IT COVERS A MULTI -COUNTY AREA. WHEN DETERMINING 
THE ORGANIZATIONAL STRUCTURE AND RESPONSIBILITIES OF THESE 
UNITS, IT MUST BE REMEMBERED THAT ALL LEVELS OF A 3-ECHELON 
STATE SCHOOL SYSTEM MAINTAIN- A DELICATE BALANCE OF 
RELATIONSHIPS, AND EACH LEVEL REFLECTS CHANGES MADE IN ANY 
OTHER LEVEL. THE LEGISLATURE DELEGATES SPECIFIC FUNCTIONS TO 
THE VARIOUS LEVELS OF STATE ORGANIZATIONAL STRUCTURE. IT 
SHOULD BE REMEMBERED THAT LOCAL CONTROL OF EDUCATION IS IN 
EFFECT ONLY AS THE STATE LEGISLATURE CHOOSES TO MAKE IT, AND 
THAT NO IN-LINE STAFF HIERARCHY EXISTS BETWEEN THE DIFFERENT 
LEVELS. THIS PAPER WAS PRESENTED AT THE CONFERENCE ON SCHOOL 
DISTRICT REORGANIZATION AND THE INTERMEDIATE SERVICE UNIT 
(HARRISBURG, PA., APRIL 21-22, 1966). (DK) 
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Znt#n*di«t# unit#, tt* uiddl# umtimt* of « thr##«*nh#lon atat# iy#t#* of 
•ducat looiil organisation, or# net « new inrtntion. Zn it# traditional for# it 



•f*\ tin# «xiet#d for nearly on# hundred fifty years* Th# office of county superintendent 
CO of school* actually eotadam# asMbllstwant of th* flmt local district aip> 

Ql 

Cyj Intendancy. Thla typo of lntcraadtat* organisation began aa "an am Of the atete" 



® «Uh regulatory and mcord keeping aa well aa educational leadership functions. It 
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UJ wa created In a day khan public education w United to alan mt ary educetlon end 
uhen neat schools were of th* ona*taacher variety. 

Extent lve expanalon of educational program and aChool dlatrict reorganisation 
and school couaolldatlon haw nada the Intermediate type county auporlntondont of 



echoola obeolete. thorn am may counties Which am a single school district, aany 
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others with only t*o or thme districts. Stellar ctreumtanoaa am comen wherever 
the reorganisation of local school dlatrict* ha* nada substantial progress, dad while 
them am son* state* la which the traditional lntemadiat* agency still persists. 
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b#ing jpiuuMHi out. fh# itmcfttr# »o lon«#r #»i#tc in D#l#w»r# «xtd Zd«*i© «»d it i# 
rapidly going ms«: of th# pietur# in Mis » our i, Colorado, Ark##### and fw». «hii« 
way uaecM#>ttent«ry thing# #r# often said about th# functionaries in th*## position#, 
it should b# «#fli«#is#d that th# fault i# not with th# people hut with th# syst#** 

With a waak itruetur#, an election syststa of ascuritic official#, to# ltf#l qualification#. 
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rr^^ntatlmi th« Conf«roDc> o n School Di»t rich taorganiiation and th# Int«ni»diiit# 
Sarvic# Unit held at ^Hihi^, mimaylvsnla, April 21^21. 1966 ani «o.apooaor#d hy 
th# 9s So Offie# oTHuaatlou and th# INunaylvani# WSSm of WWk Inatnwtlon. 

U.S. DEPARTMENT OF HEALTH, EDUCATION & WELFARE 
OFFICE OF EDUCATION 
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PERSON OR ORGANIZATION ORIGINATING IT. POINTS OF VIEW OR OPINIONS 
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law salaries, cad cn absence of fund*, staff, at opportunity to perform functions 
of coBMq»ae« t m ee a hardly expect sen. 

the acta purpose bare with the phasing <*** of the traditional county super* 
Intendency is to focus on the new type of intcrcodiotc unit that i* evolving. theta 
ie now neatly fifteen years experience with this new type operation end Itc promise 
le e Inset without Unit. fro«reee In intemsdiate unit development bee alee been 
lielmtial, eepeclelly In the pcct four cr five years • 

One of the chief characteristics of the evolving intermediate unit Is that It 
Is Istgsly service oriented. While cost states have delegated am edntnletratlve 
end regulatory functions to this agency, by for Its east important contributions 
see the provision of progrm to special educstlon (Including clinics! sod diagnostic 
services) and editions! education, operating Instructional materiel* oantara and 
data procsaslng cantata, providing curriculum apeelaliata for the conduct of In* 
service education programs, coordinating cooperative efforts in research, purchasing, 
Federal projects, and many other activities which require a relatively large 
population base for the development of an effective and economical program, the 
Intereedlete unit as s service agency Is becoming the means by which local school 
systems can have access to programs tdiich they cannot provide for tbeeselves. On 
an arts or regional bests through an intermediate unit these highly specialised 
programs are possible in e practical my. 

the second major characteristic of the evolving intermediate unit la that it is a 
«Nltl*county eras. In those states where county boundaries have been disregarded in 
the formation of this new type agency, the area tends to be the equivalent of e mltt- 
eounty exes. About the only distances where the intermedia to unit territory ie 
Uheiy to be tees ere densely populated metropolitan areas. 



While there it t temptatioa to diteutt th® wide range of service programs 
intermediate unlit trt non providing in various parts of tht country, the focut 
boro it on structure, the organisational framework, tod tht relationships dilch 
night or should exist between intermediate unite tnd both tht ttttt tdutttlou 
agent/ end local tchool dittriett • 

Perform tht most important cone, pt regarding the structure appropriate for tht 
type of intermediate unit now evolving it that it cannot bt contidtrtd apart hot 
the 0 true turf of local dittriett and th® state agency* To diteutt tht intermediate 
unit in isolation it a trap* Itc characteristics and function® suit necessarily bfi 
viewed in relation to a total a tat® eyattra of schools . Consideration must ba larger 
than cay a ingle segment of the org/jnisafcion regard loss of dwthtr the analyaia la of 
tha local aehool district, the state department of education or the Intermediate unit. 
m mat begin th inkit*, end with wore clarity then we have in the past, in a state 
system «y. 

It is recognised that there is a certain body of literature, however United, 
that consist* largely of rece^nandetlona for the appropriate organisation of inter* 
nadiate unite* And we could go down the Una with suggestions as to haw good, 
effective interondiate units should be organised : 

o The intermediate unit should be a local education agency; it should have 
a constituency. This concept of tha intermediate unit rejects tha notion 
that these agencies should be branch offices of the state department of 
education. 

o Th e Intermediate unit should have a board of education. This should be an 
elected board, and there s**o a ntwber o 2 sound ways by which this beard 
might be elected. 

o The intermediate unit board of education should have tha responsibility 
for the apiolntomnt of the Intermriiete unit superintendent end fer 
setting hie eelary. 
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The intermediate unit board should be empowered to employ the staff needed 
to carry on the functions it undertakes . 

o The intermediate unit board, superintendent, and staff should develop 
service program, coordinate educational efforts, and provide leader* 
ship appropriate for the particular circumstances of the area. 

o The educational responsibility of tha intermediate unit should mt be 
narrowly prescribed but should encompass the entire spectrum of education. 

Its responsibilities should be as comprehensive as those carried both by 
local school districts and tha state education department— « comprehensive 
responsibility vested in a single, stable administrative unit operating 
on an area or regional basis. 

o The intermediate unit should have adequate rad dependable sources of 
financial support. 

o State efforts to equalise financial ability should apply to intermediate 
units just as they do to local school districts. 

o In no Instance should state funds in support of Intermediate unit functions 
be a deduction from *uads which mould otherwise be distributed to local school 
districts ♦ 

o Every intermediate unit board of education should have access to some funds, 
even if only a small amount, that only that board can determine how and 
for whet purposes they will be used. 

A lumber of additions could be made to this brief list of suggestions and 
recommendations . And there is nothing wrong with them. They are administratively 
sound. But the approach of looking at only one level of administrative organisation 
at a time-one segment of etructu^ in a state system of schools— without including 
all organisational levels in the seme look Is temper the way to go. This is 
lavgaly what we have done in the past. This unfortunately is what a cumber of atatea 
end groups within atatea are now doing. A three-echelon state system of aeheola is 
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• dilicitf biUoM of nlitiOMblpi. Whan w tinker itAftfudiUy with any 6«puit 
of It, tbi othar l«v«l« «fi iffcetid. 

Ivon worse, the tendency to look at only one 1ml at a time haa a tendency 
to put bliatan eta people. the chief advocates for reorganising intermediate units 
Into a new and stronger typo organisation, for example, era those working in an inter* 
mediate unit structure* At the sane tin, the tendency of those working in local 
school districts is to confine their efforts entirely to cutter* of concern at the 
local district level. Hasp local district administrators have no concern and no 
interest in vhst has happened or tfttat might or could happen to intermediate units* 

At times, administrative groups within e state ever, block the efforts of eadh other 
in securing necessary lapTovesmnte . Some take the view that it would be unwise to work 
toward the i mp rov e m ent of the existing intermediate units until after the Job of 
reorganising local school diatrieta la completed, a proceaa that may never be completely 
finished* 

the point of this discussion is that not enough people ere thlnWng in e state 
eye tern wey. When weakness exists at any level— local, Intermediate, or state— the 
state system is weakened. Organisational levels arc mutually re-enforcing. What 
each does is dependent in pert upon that each of the others do. Hone can be 
tosmldsrod in isolation— without taking fully into account the structure end function- 
ing of th© other levels. 

Mow there may be seme value in being a little more specific about the "ctata 
system of schools” concept. Education ea e state responsibility cannot be questioned. 
And every state has accepted the responsibility. But idwm we recognise education as 
a state responsibility, mm reference is to the stab legislature and the state 
constitution. “State” with respect to responsibility does not mean the state depart- 
ment of education. In every state, the legislature haa elected to exercise ite 
responsibility and implement educational programs through the creation of end delegation 
•f finetlons to specialised unite of government: 



o 



a state education department 

o s substantial nunbsr of local school districts (in all states except 
Bewail) 

© in eotae bet not all states, a series of intermediate units. 

States have decentralized their responsibilities for providing education by a 
legislative delegation of specific functions to these various levels or organisational 
structure. While there is a great deal of support for decentralised responsibility 
and administration in g ov er nmental theory, tm significant concepts should bo under* 
stood i 

1, Control of education is in no way an inherent right of local aelf-govern* 
went except es a state’s legislature chooaea to make it oo, 

2. A llna-aod-staff typo of relationship between organisational levels does 
net exist. the state department of education is not ’’aver" intermediate 
up&ts ami local school districts except in terms of legislative delegation. 

In £®c same way intermediate units are not ’‘over*' local scVool districts. 
Ideally, each level of organisation has delegated to it fcht,se functions 

It is best able ard equipped to carry out. Each level has a high degree 
of autoxxwy to perform Its functions. Bone to subordinate to tbs others. 

But all organisational levels are under state school lew. 

People and Eelalionahlne 

Bp to this point, the discussion here has been primarily on organisational 
structure. But you can go only so far with structure. It takas people to mlm 
structure work, the best structure! framework from the standpoint of organizational 
theory can fall on its face unless people with an appropriate concept of its operation 
are working in it. there era numerous instances of local school districts and inter* 
mediate units similarly organized and operating in comparable circumstances— having 
almoet an equal Chance to "do good" and sharing equally handicaps, shortcomings, 
and eturtllng blocks— where both a great deal and very little Is going on. toes 
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mold identify the difference as the presence m absence of leadership. 11 Perhaps 
that's it. The point ie that it’s the people end not the structure. 

The delicate balance of mutual re-snforeei»nt and support between the organi- 
sation#! levels of a state system of schools, however well they are built into the 
structure, m ust be maintained by people. A few briefly described illustrations ««y 
be helpful in emphasising thie natter of reletlonehipe. 

Illustration One; 

Intermediate unit services should not be a substitute for adequate local 
school districts. In terms of structure, the objective shouU always be to 
make every level of e state system strong. There is always the potential 
danger when a wide variety of fsterocdlete unit service® ere available for 
weak local districts to seek these services to fill the void# which their own 
inadequacy cannot cover. When this happens, there tends to be a continuation 
of local school district© tdiich would otherwise die a natural death. And 
eofltttisr.'' intermediate units cater to such districts. They ere elwsye look- 
ing for customers • They feel that the more participants they have, the better 
their service program lot <co. If it docs, it is only on the surface * Inter- 
Mediate unite should sever be a substitute for or deter needed Ic^al district 
reorganisation. If they do, they threaten, actually weaken, the state system. 
Illustration Two : 

Intermediate unit programs and service# must b® of high quality, fern inter- 
mediate unit personnel work in local school district!, they can be effective 
only if they have something to offer. This moans that the intermediate unit 
etaff must be better qualified and more esperlonced than their counterparts 
et local district level. Unlesa they are, they will not be accepted graciously 
by local teachers, principals, school boards or parents. It may be possible for 
e local district to hi^ incompetent 3taff tasabers but this cannot be done by 
an intermediate unit. The entire eervlce program, what it ie end dut it 
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might become, can be seriously injured by just one bed experience. Ibis 
mam that when an intermediate unit is contemplating undertaking a particular 
service program they should rank only top quality personnel, the structure 
must permit paying what it takes to get the best. $hia suggests that in 
any instance ut&ere an intermediate unit cannot find or cannot afford top 
quality staff, tfcm bast course to follow would be to defer undertaking the 
particular program until the position to do so is stronger. One or two high 
quality programs at the intermediate unit level are worth toon than a doxen 
mediocre programs. The natter of relationships is so important that the most 
appropriate rule to follow is that “no service is better than poor service." 
lUuitratfam 

la this country we believe In the principle of obtaining the "consent of the 
governed," that people should participate in the development of programs that 
effect them. This kind of involvement is equally applicable to intermediate 
unit-lchd district relationships. 

The structure for intermediate units sad the manner in which it operates Should 
provide some guarantor 9 for local school district autonoi^s 

o Each local school district should have freedom to decide whether 
or not it will participate in any intermediate unit service program, 
e Each local school district should have an opportunity to participate 
In and assist with tho planning of the specific service programs its 
intermediate unit undertakes . 

o Each local school district, through its chief administrator and board 
f * education, should have opportunity to participate in the develop- 
ment of policies and procedures which guide intermediate unit services 
programs. Final policy determination, however, mast be reserved for 
the intermediate unit board. 
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khan intermediate unit personnel work in local districts, their 
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activities and operation# should be within th# frmmrt of local 
ochool district policy end generally under the supervision of local 
district administration* 

When smh relationships ara characteristic of intermediate unit opera t ions 9 
there is virtually no possibility of sny infringement of the evtoneay or 
prerogative of local school districts* 

Kvaluatiou of Structure and Functions 

At least brief attention should be given here to one additional reality* 

Wa cannot any longer expect things to be static, unchanging* In feet, Juet the 
opposite is true* this trains that the structure of a state system of schools will 
probably always need to be in some sort of flux. It oust be responsive both to the 
changing demands of education sad to the changing composition end characteristics 
of each local area* At the very tai&inum, this tepliee the need fers 
o A periodic evaluation of the total state system of schools* 
o A periodic consideration of the allocation of functions among local, 
intenssdiote and state level* to determine If some wiUstitiw ie 
desirable* 

o A periodic analysis of any existing structural weofeoesses with a bets ter lag 
of structure in any instance where weakness eau be identified* 

Only by such systematic etuify and follow-up of action can a state eyatem ef schools 
a* id vesolescence, inadequacy, and weakness. 

A new type of Intercalate unit is evolving. It is developing out of successful 
experience with local school district reorganisation and recognition that many educations 
service fuBsS&ans t squire a population base for operation sod a degree of specialisation 
In staff which are beyond the reach or opportunity for effective use of whet local 
districts either ere likely to @r should become. Substantial legislative reorganisation 
toward the new type of intermediate unit has already been enacted in Michigan, Iowa, 
Washington, Oregon, Wisconsin, Nebraska and Colorado. A much needed overhaul of the 
liitevmrftafs unit structure is new pending in Itsw York, Studies currently in progress 
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in Pennsylvania , (Mo and California indicate a great deal of promite for 
significant legislative action. In certain other states there Is recognition 
of the need to do sotaethlng but the formal steps required for actual accomplishment 
are yet to be taken. 

fclore important than Just the development of organisational machinery are the 
outstanding service programs which such action has encouraged into being. Within 
the next year or two as a result of recent state legislative actions , the number 
of such programs and their geographic distribution will be multiplied many times. 
Positive forces are in full swing in many places. And some of the most creative 
educational leadership anywhere in the country Is now being attracted to inter* 
mediate unit administration. It*s nard to stand in the way of success, the 
evolution of a new type of intermediate unit is well on its way. 



